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VIII.

An Account of a Jingular Difeafe, which pre-

vailed among fome poor Children maintained

by the Parijh of St James's in Weflminjler

.

By Sir George Baker, Bart. Phyfician in

Ordinary to the £>ueen, Fellow of the Col-

lege of Phyjtciarts, of the Royal Society, and

the Society of Antiquaries in London, and

of the Royal Society of Medicine in Paris.

Vide Medical TranfaElions, Vol. III. 8vo,

London.

ALTHOUGH, from the Angularity of the

difeafe here treated of, there is reafon

to prefume that it will not be frequently the

fubjedt of practice, yet the attention which

the learned and judicious author has employ-

ed in endeavouring to inveftigate its caufes,

may, we apprehend, be of no inconfiderable

ufe in the prevention of different affe&ions.

In the end of September 1783, feventy-

three
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three children, from fcven to fourteen years

of age, were removed from Wimbledon to a

large hoUfe in King’s Street near Golden

Square, purchafed by the parifh- officers for

their reception. They all continued in good

health for about twelve days
;
but on the 8th

of October, a girl of the age of thirteen was

fuddenly feized with an excruciating pain in

the region of the ftomach and in the back.

Tins was foon followed by violent headach,

delirium, and convlillions. From proper af-

fiftance {he received a temporary relief : But

in a few days a fecond and a third girl were

attacked in the fame manner. After which,

it prevailed fo much as to alarm all thofe to

whom the care of the children had been com-

mitted.

Upon this the parilh- officers applied to Sir

George Baker for advice. Upon vifiting the

houfe, he found nine of the girls and a female

fervant in the fame room fufferlng the various

effects of a molt dreadful malady. Five Were

in the agonies of extreme pain ; three were

fevetely convulfed, and the other two were
raving in a fit of delirium. Sir George was

informed, that fince the firft appearance of
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this diforder, fome of thefe patients had been

fubjedted to feveral attacks, and had feveral

times been relieved principally by the ufe of

purgative medicines
; but that within the

two laft days the attacks had been more vio-

lent, that the intervals of eafe had been fhort-

er, and that the delirium had fcarcely ever

ceafed entirely. It had likewife been obfer-

ved, that licknefs at ftomach had ufually been

the leading fymptom ; that the bowels in ge-

neral had been in a coftive ftate ; but that,

in three inftances, a fpontaneous difcharge by

vomiting and loofenefs had given immediate

relief, and had Hopped the farther progrefs

of the djfeafe. The coftivenefs which com-

monly occurred was occafionally removed

without much difficulty. During the remif-

lions, the children lay quiet fometimes for an

hour or two
3 after which they fuddenly ftart-

ed up, fcreaming with afflictive torture.

When they wTere able to give a confident

account of their own lufferings, they all

agreed, that, upon the approach of the fit,

their firft fenfation of pain was in the ftomach.

After this abated, which generally happened

in a few minutes, the head, particularly the

back

\
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back part of it, was attacked in a fimilar man-

ner ;
and to this a tofal perverfion of the un-

derftanding foon fucceeded. None of them

had any degree of fever
; and daring the

molt violent paroxyfms of pain, the ftomach

and bowels feemed to the touch foft and na-
• i

tural. It was alfo obferved, that their pa-

roxyfms were always molt fevere immediate-

ly after deep.

Upon diligent inquiry refpedting the date

of health of the other inhabitants of the houfe,

Sir George found, that in general they had

been very healthy ; .
and he could difcover no

caufe of difeafe either in the food employed

or in the veffels in which it was drefied. He
obferved, that the difeafe affected females on-

ly, and that it was confined to thofe who

llept together in a certain room on the fecond

floor. It was natural, therefore, to inquire

in what circumftances this chamber differed

from the other appartments. The height of

it was little more than eight feet, the length

twenty, and the breadth fixteen. It con-

tained ten beds, in which it was intended that

eighteen girls and a female fervant fhould

deep. But this being a favourite room, it

M 3 was
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was generally crowded at night by a much
greater number than its juft complement.

That as much fpace might be made for beds

as poffible, the chimney ftad been ftopt up

with brick ; and it had been the conftant

qtiftom of the fervant to keep the door fhut,

and to clofe the window-fhutters, at night.

This chamber had been painted no long time

before, as well as the reft of the houfe ; and

Mr Rennel the apothecary obferved, that

when he was called to it in the middle of the

night, he found the fmell of paint very dis-

agreeable to him, although he had hardly

perceived it during the day. From the time

of the commencement of this illnefs, three

candles and a lamp with oil had commonly

been ufed during the night ; and the attend-

ants in general agreed that they were hardly

of any fervice, giving but a glimmering light,

and frequently almoft extinguiftied.

It was remarkable, that in a chamber ad-

joining, of the fame dimenfions, painted at

the fame time, and inhabited by as many

girls, but differing from it in having the

chimney open, and in not being kept fo clofe -

ly fhut up, no Symptom of the difeale had

ap~
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appeared in any of the children. It was al-

fo another remarkable circumilance, that a

female fervant who had palled one night on-

ly in the room where the ficknefs prevailed,

was on the following morning attacked by

the fame pain, delirium, and convulfions, un-

der which Ihe fuffered moll feverely. It was

farther remarkable, that the dileafe affedted

only the nine elder children, all of them above

thirteen years of age.

Having given this account of the difeafe,

and the principal fadls refpedting it, Sir

George mentions feveral inllances upon re-

cord, where the accidental fight of a patient

fuffering an epileptic attack had immediately

occafioned a fimilar attack in others, and

where convulfive affedtions have been indu-

ced by imagination alone. But he remarks,

that in the prefent cafe each paroxyfm was

preceded by the moll painful irritation, of

“which it was evidently the immediate effedl.

Hence he infers, that it was not here propa-

gated from one perfon to another, but that

fome common external caufe prevailed, by

which the i>erves of the Itomach were afiedt-

M 4 ed,
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ed, and, in confequence of this, the nervous

fyftem in general.

For combating this affedtion, the advice gi-

ven by Sir George Baker was to evacuate the

chamber of the fick without delay
; to fepa-

rate the healthy from the difeafed ; to open

the chimney ; and to remove whatever tend-

ed to exclude frefh air. Thefe directions

were immediately put into execution, and the

patients paffed a quiet night entirely free

from every fymptom of difeafe. Upon awa-

king, however, next morning, they were all

feized in the ufual manner ; but the fits re-

turned with lefs violence, fometimes without
1 •

convulfions, and the delirium gradually aba-

ted. Thus, for fome days, there was evpry

reafon to hope that the malady was about to

ceafe entirely ; But on the night of the 6th

of November the affedtion returned with vio-

lence ;
and in the morning of the 7th, Sir

George found them all, after having paffed

many hours in pain and convulfions, in a moft

outrageous ftate of infanity, which continued

the whole day. After that the diforder made

no general attack ; and although they had fe-

parately feveral returns of pain in the ftomach

and
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and bowels, yet thefe were lefs violent, and

were feldom followed by convulfions. At

length the lower bowels only were affedted

;

and with moll of them the (tools were attend-

ed by a painful irritation at the redtum ; and

they had great difficulty in difcharging u-

rine.

In this manner the difeafe terminated, all

the patients foon recovering their ftrength

and fpirits, excepting the fervant maid, who

was afterward? fubject to frequent attacks of

feyere headach and giddinefs ; and after any

extraordinary exertion of ftrength, was ob-

ferved to have a wildnefs in her countenance,

which, however, was not followed by any de-

gree of convullion.

The author points it out as a circumflance

worthy of obfervation, that the difeafe made

no farther progref^ from the time that thp

chamber of the (ick was evacuated, although

during the preceding night no lefs than three

perfons had their firft feizure. With regard

to the effects of different remedies occafion-

ally employed with thefe patients, he obferves,

that opium gave Come relief to the pain of the

ftpmach, but that it was fufpedted to aggra-

> vate

v
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vate the headach, delirium, and convulfions.

Some other antifpafmodics were found to be

ufelefs. Blifters, particularly when applied

to the region of the ftomach, were certainly
/

beneficial. Emetics had always a good effedl
j

fenna never failed to increafe the tormina, and

feemed to haften on the convulfions. The

oleum ricini feemed at firft fufficiently power-

ful ;
but afterwards purgatives of greater effi-

cacy were necefiary.

As a proof that this difeafe was the effedt

of impure air, Sir George Baker here relates

a cafe communicated to him by that very re-

fpectable phyfician Dr Heberden, of a young

man who had been for fome time Ihut up in

a room with burning charcoal. He conti-

nued in it till two fmall birds fell down dead

in their cages. He was then fo ill as to be

obliged to go into the air. He had no foon-

er done fo than he fell down fenfelefs. When

he came to himfelf, he complained of giddi-

nefs, ficknefs, a pain of his ftomach and loins,

and of ftupor. All thefe fymptoms continued

the whole day. Next day he thought him-

felf better but about feven in the evening,

he
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he was feized with a very violent pain in his

ftomach and loins ; he vomited, threw himfelf

down upon the ground, fell into convulfions,

and could hardly fetch his breath. After he

had a little recovered himfelf a feqond fit of

the fame fort took place. This was fucceed-

ed by delirium ; and it was with difficulty he

could be kept in bed during the whole night.

In the morning he had fome quiet deep ; after

which he was- free from the delirium ; but

the pain was not entirely gope ; and he conti*.

nued to complain of giddinefs, and of ftrange

fights before his eyes, for fome time longer.

As facts fomewhat analogous to this, he men*

tions, that Dr Garthfliore, an eminent prac-

titioner in midwifery, and an accurate obfer-

ver of thofe difeafes which fall particularly

under his notice, has often feen dangerous

convullions induced immediately after deli-

very, when a clofe unventilated chamber has

for a long time been crowded with the at-

tendants and friends and that, after the mod
exaft attention and flri&eft inquiry, he has not

been able to afcribe thefe to any other caufe

than the long continued infpiration of air, fa-

turated
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turated with animal and Qther feptic exhala-

tions.

In reafoning upon this fubjed, hp endea-

vours to fhow, from the experiments of Dr
Prieftley upon refpiration, and from the prac-

tice of the ancients in purchafing ilaves, as re-

corded by Apuleius, that the contaminated

air ads by preventing the efcape of phlogi-

. fton from the blood, which always takes

place when refpiration is performed in pure

air.

From thefe fads and obfervations, $ir

George Baker thinks that a probable reafon is

afforded why thofe who inhabit houfes where,

for the fake of warmth, every art has been

employed to exclude the outward air, and

who fpend much of their time in air tainted

by animals and burning candles, are fubjed

to nervous diforders
;
and why this habit of

life is particularly hurtful to the tender and

valetudinary. He even conjedures, that the

numerous palfies of late fo frequent in Lon-

don may have originated from this fource.

Whether this conjedure be in any degree

well founded or not, there cannot be a doubt,

that
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that the cautions naturally fuggefted, with re-*

fpedl to the prefervation of pure air, from the

fa£s related in the paper before us, well deferve

the ferious attention of every medical pratti-

tioner anxious for the prefervation of health

or the prevention of difeafe.
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A Letter to Sir George Baker, Bart, on the

fuccefsful ufe of the Preparations of Lead

in fome Hannorrbagics. By Henry Revell

Reynolds, M. D. Fellow of the College of

Phyficians, and of the Royal Society
, and of

the Society of Antiquaries in London. Vide

Medical Tranfattions, Vol. ILL 8vo, Lon-

don.

QIR GEORGE BAKER, in his excellent

kJ efiays on the properties of lead, had of-

tener than once exprefied his regret that the

preparations ofthat mineral, although poflefled

of lingular powers in reftraining haemorrha-

gies, cannot be ufed internally with fafety.

Dr Reynolds, therefore, flatters himfelf that

Sir George Baker, for whom he exprefies the

higheft efteem and friendfhip, will learn with

fatisfa&ion, that he has frequently employed

both the tin&ura faturnina and faccharum fa-

1 turni


